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This is the 
proportion of 
robot staff 

working alongside a small group of 

humans who run the Henn-Na Hotel 
located in the Hui Ten Bosch theme 
park in Sasebo, Kyushu. It has recently 
been recognised as the first "robotic" 

hotel in the world, with a total of 186 

machines working as waiters, 

caretakers and security guards. 


IN THE EYE OF ERIC RECHSTEINER 


Fujinomiya, Shizuoka Prefecture 


Situated at the foot of Mount Fuji, this small city is proud of having the symbol of Japan as its neighbour. 
In two years time it will welcome an Information Centre intended to celebrate the volcano, which is now 
listed as a UNESCO World Heritage site. The building, shaped like a representation of Mount Fuji turned 


convenient Toilets made 
simple 


In the country with the worlds most 
sophisticated toilets, it is not always 
easy for foreign tourists (more than 
24 million in 2016) to understand 
how they work. The principal 
manufacturers have decided to 
standardize the pictograms 
explaining how to use them, 
something to reassure those who 
still hesitate to push the buttons on 
the control panel. 


upside down, was designed by celebrated architect Ban Shigeru, It will be encircled by a shallow pool to 
reflect its image, just as the iconic volcano is mirrored in the surrounding lakes. 


anma Miyazaki has 
lost his crown 
Considering the incredible enthusiasm 
the film has generated, it was widely 
expected that Your Name, the 
animation by Shinkai Makoto, would 
break box-office records, and now it 
has finally happened. Released in the 
UK on the 16th of November last year, 
it has now earned $331 million 
internationally, beating Miyazaki 
Hayao's Spirited Away's (2002), which 
"only" made $289 million. 


The taste of autl 
Japanese 
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NEWS 


REPORT The new battle of Okinawa 


For many years, residents have opposed the 
American bases and their expansion here. 
All their attempts have been in vain so far. 


a Buddhist drum sounds, everyone sits 
down as though participating in a ritual. 
‘ound twenty protesters silently take 


their seats on planks of wood to block the passage 
of the trucks heading to the N1 construction site 
in Takae. On either side of the road the lush Yan- 
baru forest is still bathed in the morning mist. In 
this lost paradise to the north of Okinawa, plans 
are in motion to build six helipads as part of the 
new Henoko military base, the most important 
American base in East Asia. Members of the riot 
police unit, the "kidorai", take up their positions 
as well, an air of wariness on their faces as it starts 
to rain. 

However, the protestor'sdetermination has already 
been tested many times. For twenty years they 
have been at the forefront of opposition to the 
Heneko project, and for the last ten they have re- 
gularly blockaded the road to Takae. Their territory 
is clearly marked by a large tent, which serves 
both as shelter and office. Here are displayed 
newspaper clippings depicting the history of the 
Battle of Okinawa, which decimated a quarter of 
the population in 1945. Administrared until 1972 
as an American colony, this archipelago located 
2,000 kilometres from Tokyo served as a base 
during the Vietnam War. Today, Okinawa is still 
home to 75% of the American Forces in Japan 
since 1945, totaling about 30,000 soldiers. Although 
it is considered to be an unlawful occupation by 
local residents, who denounce the crimes, incidents 
and noise they have endured for70 years, the Abe 
government seeks to strengthen the military 
presence "in the face of the growing threat from 
China and North Korea". 

Nakayama Yoshito takes the microphone. Like 


Despite the challenges, residents peacefully demonstrate to stop the work continuing. 


many protestors, he's not a native of the island 
bur came to lend a hand in Takae, the neighbouring 
village of around 150 inhabitants. “The media 
manipulated by the far right are trying to convince 
everyone that we are paid by the communists to 
be here - we must not give them any reasons to 
believe this! No violence — we are here to protest 
peacefully to delay the work!” he reminds them, 
before handing out boots and umbrellas. The 
group of protesters, which include many elderly 
people, remain seated while brandishing their 
posters with demands calling for peace and the 
departure of the “occupation force”. Everything 
seems to take place in the usual Japanese way, 
smoothly and without fuss. Then, suddenly, the 
offensive is launched. A hundred kidotai disembark 


from buses and then proceed to systematically re- 
move the protestors. " Kidotai! You have no right 
todriveus out!” shout some as they struggle to re- 
main in place, whereas others let themselves be 
removed. The fight resembles a scene from play 
that has been rehearsed a thousand times, and is 
filmed both by a policeman and someone from 
the demonstration in case either side might need 
to defend their rights if an incident leads to 
litigation. Several demonstrators have previously 
been arrested, including the emblematic leader of 
the Peace Action Centre in Okinawa, Yamashiro 
Hiroji, known to the police since 1993 for having 
repeatedly broken into US bases. "Kidotai, don't 
touch them! You perverts! Stop the sexual ha- 
rassment!” shouts one of its representatives through 


More information about the prize 


To enter, please send your name and addres: 


PRIZE OF THIS MONTH 


awasabi plant 
by The Wasabi Company 
» .— for 3 people 


Grow your own Wasabi! 
Fresh wasabi does make difference. 


'o prizedrawGzoomjapan.info with the subject as "wasabi 
Competition doses on 10th of March. 


www.zoomjapan.info/prize/ 
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The Osprey hybrid aircraft built by Boeing is at the 
heart of the controversy. 


the megaphone. The tone of the exchanges has 
changed radically since April 2016, following the 
rape and murder of a young woman by a former 
marine based in Kadena, which led to a protest 
demonstration of 65,000 people in Naha, the 
main city of the Ryukyu archipelago. Around 
3,000 crimes have been attributed to the Gls since 
the base first became operational, the most infamous. 
of which was the rape of a 12 year old girl by three 
marines in 1995, thar led to the SACO (Special 
Action Committee on Okinawa) agreement bet- 
ween Tokyo and Washington to transfer the Fu- 
tenma base to Henoko in the south of the island 
in order to “lighten the burden for the local resi- 
dents". 

However, the transfer quickly revealed itself to be 
a diversion aimed at extending military bases to 
the north, including the construction of six helipads 
in the Yanbaru Forest. As the construction lorries 
demonstrators and riot police face each 
other in a stand-off where the resentment between 
Tokyo and Okinawa is palpable. In the absence 
of a spokesperson from the American Army, the 
battle is played our between these rival Japanese 
factions. A few months ago, two riot policemen 
from Osaka insulted demonstrators by calling 
them “bums” and "Chinamen", The scandal led 
to their dismissal, but also to reinforcements of 
around 300 officers being sent to contain the few 
dozen protesters present on the NI site. "Aren't 
you ashamed of doing such a job,” Taira Keiko 
lambasts them with the full force of her 83 years. 
She's a survivor of the Tsushima-maru, a freighter 
attacked by a submarine in 1944 while evacuating 
hundreds of school children from Okinawa. The 
riot officer in front of her looks on impassively 
from behind his mask. They don’t know each 
other, but each represents the enemy in the other's 
eyes. With a distinctive language and culture, the 
inhabitants of Okinawa have long been victims 
of discrimination due to their historical ties to 
China. In the dark hours before Japan's surrender, 
whole families were driven to commit suicide by 
the forces of the Imperial Army,and seventy years 
later the woundis still open. “I've come to protect 
Yanbaru forest and to continue living in peace,” 
affirms this elderly lady. 
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Yanbaru forest could be listed by UNESCO as a World Heritage site. 


According to a recent study, children are particularly vulnerable to the sound of US aircraft flights. 


‘The Yanbaru region extends for about 760km to. 
the north of the city of Nago. This dense forest 
covered with “broccoli” shaped trees formed a 
feudal domain in the heart of the Ryuku Kingdom, 
which extended over a thousand kilometres into 
the seas around China before it was invaded by 
Japan and then later annexed in 1868. It houses 
Yanburu National Park, but since 1958 has also 
been the site of largest training camp for che Oki- 
nawa based US Marines, with about 7,800 hectares 
given over toa “jungle training zone”. It was here 
that Gls were trained before being sent to fight in 
Vietnam. “There are no fences, American soldiers 
jogalong the road carrying their rifles while school- 


children pass by, shouting Kill! Kill! Kill!” protests. 
Ashimine Gen, a resident based on the other side 
of the N4 site where two of the six contested 
helipads have been built already. In 1999 an Ame- 
rican helicopter crashed in the proximity of Takae's 
Elementary School, provoking the angry residents 
into organizing a sit-in to stop the work on the 
helipads. Since 1984 twenty-two landing strips 
have been built in Yanbaru, but the opposition to 
them has not lessened. A lover of nature, Gen 
built a wonderful wooden house with his own 
hands in the middle of the jungle, where he could 
live peacefully with his wife and six children. 
Outside, you can hear the river and birds singing. 


Moms Tai tor Zoom apan 


m———— poen 


Mora kac or Zoom jpn 


The tension between police and protesters has intensified in recent months, with an increase in arrests. 


However, as we admire the tranquility, suddenly 


the house starts to shake, and from the veranda 


three Ospreys — Boeing's 20 tonne hybrid heli 
copter/transport planes used for military refuelling 
be seen and felt flying over the jungle. I's 
a flashback to Apocalypse Now. “The noise 
fe decided to 


says Gen. According to a survey carried 
2016by the local newspaper, Ryuku Shimpo, 
77% of the children in the Higashi son area that 
includes Takae have been greatly disturbed by the 
overflights, with a further 28% being frightened 
by them. For the Ashimine family, who were plan- 
ning to open an eco lodge, helipads have become 
synonymous with exile. "Since last June, the fre- 
quency of flights has intensified. They fly at low 
altitude until 11pm. If there are six helipads for 
Ospreys in the arca, it will be quite unbearable,” 
explains Gens wife Yunike, who left remote Shimane 
Prefecture to settle here. Okinawa embodies a 
kind of paradise for many Japanese from Honshu 
who are exhausted by by city life. However, many 
of them did not imagine that living alongside the 
American bases would be so stressful. Ishihara Ta- 
keshi left Tokyo to open a rock bar near Naha and 
then decided to settle in Takae with all his family. 
“It was 2006. The place was beautiful, with waterfalls, 


rivers. A few months later, in the newspaper, we 
learned about the project to build helipads! At 
first, I didn't take much notice. Then I realised 
that if I didn't fight, it was I who would have to 
leave,” he recalls. Asan organizer of music festivals 
for peace in Heneko and then in Takae in 2012, 
attracting artists such as UA and Shingo 
one of the most active demonstrators against the 
Ni si 
years, but now, rather than demonstrations, it is 
legal channels that are our only hope,” he laments. 
Ishihara is one of the 31 members of the Takae 
Residents Association against Helipads, who de- 
manded that construction work should stop at a 
court hearing in Naha last October. “We called 
for a pollution and noise impact assessment study 
by the the Ministry of Defence,” he explains. In 
the absence of reliable studies provided by the au- 
thorities, the residents have called on academic 
experts to calculate and record the low frequencies 
of 100 decibels for a group flight of three Ospreys: 
loud enough to have an impact on health. “Weare 
doing everything in our power to demand that the 
central authorities obtain guarantees from the 
American military to reduce the frequency of 
Osprey fights especially at night.” promises Scikyu 
Tju. the mayor of Higashi son. However, all of his 
attempts at appeasing residents come to nought 


he was 


Je were able to delay the work for ten 


each time a new incident occurs. In December 
2016 an Osprey crash occurred off the coast of 
Henoko. There were no casualties but it reignited 
the debate about aircraft safety with even greater 
intensity. The present Marine Corps Air Stati 


n 
at Futenma was built in the heart of Ginow 
city with a population of 94,000 people, and has 
been recognized as the most dangerous base in the 
world. On the 22nd of December in Naha, at the 
ceremony to celebrate the end of the construction 


of the six helipads, relations between Tokyo and 
‘Washington remained strained. As a peace offering, 
the United States officially returned 4,000 hectares 
of training area to the jungle following the SACO 
agreement. However, this gesture has pleased 
nobody in Taka 'n felled, 
the whole ecosystem is disrupted. We can only 
hope that the forest has the means to reg & 
explains Miyagi Akino, an entomologist who studies 
the indigenous butterflies of Yanbaru. The forest 
hosts 24 different endangered species, and is one 
ofthe placesin Amami-Ryuku that could be listed 
as a Unesco World Heritage site. Alas, with the 
construction ofsix helipads in this protected area, 
cach measuring 75 metres in diameter, a listing is 
now very unlikely. Like an echo, the peace is 
shattered as three more Ospreys shriek past. 
Aussa Descorts-Tovosaki 


Once the trees have 


rat 
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FOCUS 


Aat Shinzo at the Yasukuni Shrine in December 2013. Nippon Kaigi relies on Shinto organizations to spread its message. 


poumics The Phantom Menace 


Founded 20 years ago, Nippon Kaigi 
has become the most influential 
conservative movement in the country. 


ccording to its website, Nippon Kaigi is 
just "a popular movement with a coun- 
try-wide network”. This is a simple, 


somewhat simplistic definition for this organi: 
zation, which over its 20 years of existence has 
become one of the most influential in Japan. 
‘Translated literally, its name means “The Japan 
Conference", which does not mean much in itself, 
but the four characters the name is composed 
from can make some shudder in fear. In today's 
geopolitical context, with populism and natio- 
nalism becoming increasingly obvious, as illus- 
trated by Donald Trump's victory in the United 
States, the existence of Nippon Kaigi no longer 
appears incongruous. However, what distin- 
guishes it from other organizations around the 
world that support ultra-conservative views, is 
its taste for discretion, although NK is by no 
means a secret society. Its 38,000 members, 
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among whom number many prominent political 
figures, are proof of this, with 65% of present day 
government ministers being members of the orga- 
nization. It has a well established public presence 
but does not seek publicity, preferring to operate 
by exerting influence in the back corridors of 
power to achieve its aims. Too much publicity 
about its activities would not serve the organiza: 

tion well, as the public might then be tempted to 
take an interest and start requiring t to be accoun- 

table for its actions. 

However, over the last few months the four kanji 
that make up the group's understated name have 
appeared increasingly in newspapers and maga- 
zines, and not only in those publi 
tionally opposed to the current government's 
policy. It seems thar the media as a whole is finally 


tions tradi- 


taking an interest in Nippon Kaigi's existence 
andits role in Japanese political life. Several books 
on the subject have also been published during 
the past year, some of which have stirred up a lor 
of interest. Sugano Tamotsu's Nippon Kaigi no 
Kenkyu (Research into Japan Conference) has 


sold more than 150,000 copies since its publica- 
tion in May 2016. This success caused problems 
for the organization when someone quoted in 
the book lodged a formal complaint demanding 
that it should be withdrawn from sale, resulting 
ina Tokyo Court order suspending sales on the 
ground that further publication of the book 
would "cause serious and irreparable damage’ to 
the reputation of the individual, a former member 
of a religious organization closely connected to 
Nippon Kaigi. In his essay, Sugano Tamotsu 
explains that the organization encouraged some 
of its members to incur debt in order to buy its 
propaganda publications, leading some of them 
to commit suicide but without the organization 
in any way changing the way it operated. The 
cours ruling has given rise to many negative reac- 
tions, and many observers felt that in a case of 


defamation there were other ways for justice to 
be served, rather than simply removing the book 
from the shelves. They saw this isan illustration 
of the power Nippon Kaigi wields and, more to 
the point, denounced the threat that this kind of 


decision posed for freedom of expression in the 
country. 

The stakes are high in a country where pressure 
against those who do not share the conservative 
ion of society is increasing. Of course, Nippon 
Kaigi is not behind all the demonstrations rejecting 
diversity of thought, but it contributes greatly to 
‘ouraging the hardening of the authorities posi- 
tion on sensitive issues such as Japan's history, the 
imperial institution, the constitution, the family, 
oreven women's role in society. Since its birth in 
1997 asa result of the merger between the Nihon 
wo mamoru kai (Japan Protection Society) and 
the Nihon wo mamoru kokumin kaigi (Popular 
‘Conference for the Protection of Japan), Nippon 
Kaigi is now the largest conservative organization 
in the country. It is supported by a large local net- 
work, which is itself closely linked to locally esta- 
blished religious groups. It is thus very easy for the 
group to spread its ideas. In rural arcas that are 
increasingly neglected by more traditional political 
structures, it has become easy for the organization 


vi 


to gain influence, with a strategy reminiscent of 
China's Mao Zedong who used popular support 
from the countryside to conquer the cities. So it's 
not surprising that NK has 243 branches throu- 

ghout the country and few prefectures are without 


one. There are still no outposts in Yamagata, Shi- 
Yamanashi or Fukui, but that 


won't last long as Nippon Kaigi needs to widen 


mane, Toyam: 


its network in order to obtain the greatest possible 
support for its different initiatives aimed at putting 
Japan back on the nationalist path it begun to take 
in the late 19th century. 

‘The group leave nothing to chance in achieving 
their goals. The lobbying is intense and NK has 
set up structures to get its voice heard by elected 
representatives, whether at national or local level. 
At the regional level, the federation of elected 
local representatives has about 1,700 Nippon 
Kaigi members, whereas there are 280 members 
among deputies and senators — 40% of all the 
members in the House of Representatives and 
the Upper House. This is certainly not enough 
to result in the great leap backwards that the lea 

ders of this organization desire, but one must take 
into consideration that they are slowly building 
up power and influence which could, in the long 
term, disrupt Japanese democracy. They are 
taking advantage of the lack of interest in politics 
amonga large part of the population, particularly 
in urban centres where the turnout for elections 
is falling more rapidly than in rural ones. 

Onc of the main objectives isto obrain a revision 
ofthe constitution to enable Japan to rediscover 
a previous sense of pride. Nippon Kaigi maintains 
the idea that Japan has lost its way in comparison 
to its neighbours such as China, in order to to 
encourage the Japanese to embrace its desire to 
change the constitution, In November 2015, at 


On the 10th of November 2015, Prime Minister Abe addressed the 10,000 participants at a rally organi- 


zed by Nippon Kaigi in support of a constitutional revision. 


the Nihon Budokan, one of the larger venues in 
Tokyo, it organized a gathering of more than 
10,000 people to support the constitution revi- 
sion project. The Prime Minister did not attend, 
but addressed those present by means o 
ded video message. “A constitution is an element 
which informs the future and the structure of a 
country. To this effect, let us unite to create a 
constitution in the spirit of welcome for a new 
era,” he said. That seemed to be enough to satisfy 
Takubo Tadae, president of Nippon Kaigi. Asked 
recently about his vision for Japan over the next 


decade, he replied bluntly that “the constitution 


will be revised and Japan will become a country 
like any other”. He seems perfectly confident in 
the organization's ability to impose its views, espe- 


cially considering that future change in the head 


of state could usher in a character such as current 


minister of defence Inada Tomomi to lead the 
go to Nippon Kaigi, 
Inada has done everything to please its leadership. 
Following Prime Minister Abe's visit to Pearl 


Harbour in December last year, when he stressed 


ernment. With close ti 


reconciliation with the United States in front of 


survivors of the Japanese attack in 1941, Minister 
Inada controversially chose to visit the Yasukuni 
shrine which honours fallen Imperial soldiers, 
including a number of those judged to be war cri- 
minals. Asa long time member of Nippon 
she believes that this is simply a w 
trate pride in her nation. 


to demons- 


ODAIRA NAMIHEI 


Nippon Kaigi has built up a substantial network in the provinces. 


February 2017 number 48 ZOOM JAPAN 7 


FOCUS 


ENCOUNTER A well organised network 


The success of Nippon Kaigi is down to 
its ability to reach the greatest number of 
people, says a worried Nakano Koichi. 


oom Japan talked to Nakano Koichi, a 
7 Professor of Political Science at Sophia. 
University in Tokyo, about the threat that 

Nippon Kaigi (NK) poses to Japanese society. 


In your opinion, what is most dangerous about. 
NK? What do you find most troubling about 
its activities? 

Nakano Koichi: Nippon Kaigi, of course, glorifies 


Japan's past. Not so much the distant past as the 


Wartime period. To be abit more precise, it glorifies 
the trajectory of modern Japan, from the Meiji 
Restoration (1868) to the war. Its views on such 
issues as colonization and aggression, but also on. 
prewar social order (a mixture of feudal legacy 
and modern values) is informed by a strong au- 
thoritarian tendency that permeates every aspect 
of social and political life, from the family to 
gender roles, from education to the relationship 
between the state and society. I find this quite 
problematic. Also, in addition to NK's ideological 
tendencies, this is a network that brings together 
powerful politicians, media organizations, religious 
grou L 
They all share a certain kind of nostalgia, rather 
like Donald Trump. He is always talking about 
making America great again, and these people are 
saying the same thing about Japan. Furthermore, 
they want to take Japan back in time, as they 
stated in their 2012 manifesto. 


ind some opinion leaders and celebrities 


One of NK's stated goals is to preserve Japan's 
"beautiful traditional national character". Surely 
this is a statement with which most people 
would agree? 

N. K.: That's an interesting point, because they 
put quite an emphasis on tradition, but they 
actually mean modern tradition. They don't look 
at the Nara or Heian periods from 800-1200 
years ago. They are only talking about the last 
150 years of Japanese history. You can see it in 
the special position that Yasukuni Shrine (a 
Shinto shrine in Tokyo which commemorates 
those who died in the wars Japan fought from 
the Meiji period onwards) occupies in their ideo- 
logy. Yasukuni, after all, is not an old shrine. It. 
was only founded in 1869, after the Meiji Resto- 
ration. So why all the emphasis on this period? 
It's because NK has this idea that Japan's mo- 
dernization was all glorious. This looking back 
to an idealized past can be understandable as 
nostalgia, but it's not practical and, most impor- 
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‘Nagano Koichi, professor at Sophia University in Tokyo, is concerned about the Nippon Kaigi's influence. 


tantly, it has some troubling implications. Now 
it's 2017, and the Meiji cultural and social model 
is obviously out of date. Even when you consider 
the Imperial institution, which plays such an 
important role in NK's ideology, you must be 
aware that what they have in mind is the Imperial 
system as it was reinvented in the Meiji period. 
Thisis actually not surprising, because all conser- 
vative movements around the world were born 
quite recently in reaction to the French Revolution. 
And even NK's reactionary ideology is very mo- 
dern. However, although it is modern, at the 
same time it is grossly outdated, disrespectful of 
human rights, undemocratic and authoritarian, 
even though the aura of nostalgia surrounding it 
may appeal to some people. 


Speaking of tradition, NK is against a woman 
becoming Empress even though Japan is believed 
to have had eight reigning Empresses in ancient 
times. Again, the Imperial House Law mandating 
male succession was only enacted in 1889. 

N. K: Again, there is something fundamentally 
authoritarian about this historical cherry-picking, 
because they get to define what Japanese tradition 
is Japanese tradition is a matter of academic and 
philosophic inquiry which probably has no real 
answer of, even better, more than one answer, 
but somehow these people think they have right 
to define it. And they accuse those who disagree 
of not being truly Japanese. 


NK often manages to gather millions of signatures 


n— 


SAU 
AN 


to petition the government. How do they manage 
to be so efficient? 

N. K: It hasto do with the religious organizations 
affiliated to them: such Shinto associations as the 
House of Birth and Growth and the Association 


of Shinto Shrines, and even some new religious 
sects, which form a wide grassroots network around 
the country. They provide the foot soldiers and 
enthusiastic activists who are tasked with gathering 


those signatures. 


Currently, to revise the constitution requires a 
two-thirds majority in the diet (plus a simple 
majority in a subsequent referendum). Do you 
think there is a real danger that it will be eventually 
revised? 

N. K.: It’s possible, but not certain. After years of 
campaigning by these people, including media or- 

ganizations, many Japanese people, perhaps even 
the majority, will answer that it would be a good 
idea to change the constitution when asked in 
opinion polls. But that’s a sort of trick question, 
because for most ofthe postwar period the political 
debate about revision has focused almost exclusively 
on Article 9 (a clause outlawing war asa means to 
settle international disputes, and maintaining 
armed forces with war potential). It's extremely 
difficult to change Article 9 now as most Japanese 
are actually very fond of the pacifist ideals attached 
to it. So the revisionists took a different approach, 
talking instead about other constitutional changes 
(related to the environment, etc.) and using them 
as a sort of Trojan horse. So when people are 
asked if they agree with changing the constitution 
it soundslike a general question, but then there is 
no agreement on what should be actually changed. 
When you sce the headlines in the papers it looks 


Inana Tomomi, the current Minister of Defense, is one of the Nippon Kaigi's main supporters. 


like people want to revise Article 9, which is not 
the case because the majority is still opposed to it. 
Still the LDP has already drafted a new constitution. 
That's very scary thing as it goes against the very 
idea of constitutionalism and tries to weaken 
Japan'sbill of rights. 


So a referendum is actually necessary to revise 
the constitution. NK says that they represent 
the traditional values ofthe people, but it seems 
to me that not many people share thosc conser- 
vative values today — especially younger people. 
N. K.: And nor are they interested in politics. 
Since last year, 18-year-olds have acquired the 
right to vote, but their turnout was very low. 
After all, they have been discouraged from being 
interested and getting involved in politics. Talking 
about politics in schools is almost completely ban- 
ned. Kids are taught to be apolitical and obedient 
subjects. So the idea that you turn 18 and suddenly 
become interested in politics is totally unrealistic. 


NK, and more generally the conservative old 
guard, have been accused of sexism. Do youagree 
with thar? 

N. K.: Yes, of course. There is this notion that 
women are second-class citizens and their role in 
the family and society should be subordinate to 
that of men. In other words, the patriarchal model 
of the Imperial system is being held as a model 
from which we should not deviate. The idea of a 
woman who can exercise her freedom goes against 
theidea of the good wife/good mother that was ac- 
tively promoted before the war. Even in politics, if 
you take female representation in parliament then 
Japan isalmost at the bottom of the world ranking, 
In the lower house it's less than 10 percent. 


rocus @ 


Ies interesting then, that one of NK's most 
prominent membersisa woman, Inada Tomomi, 
who is currently the Defence Minister and was 
recently chair of the Policy Research Council 
for the LDP. 

N. K.: les a little bit like Margaret Thatcher 
being a woman. She had to become the only “wo- 
man with balls” in the cabinet, You need to adapt 
and internalize male attitudes in order to be suc- 
cessful, especially in the LDP. Of course, Abe 
doesn’t want to be accused of misogyny or sexism, 
so he is showing that he is promoting womens 
rights. And yet the 100 strong group of advisers 
appointed to improve conditions for women in 
Japan did not feature a single woman. It's like a 
joke. It would be funny ifit wasn't such a serious 


y when the rate of female representation 
in Parliament reaches 30-40 percent will women 
be able to be themselves and not have to behave 
likca man. 


Particularly since the carly 1980s, there have 
been many clashes between the progressive and 
conservative movements concerning the history 
textbook issue. What is the situation right now? 
N. K.: The conflict continues, but it seems that 
the revisionists have hit a wall; they've been able 
to publish their textbooks, but have found it 
very hard to get them adopted by the schools. So. 
the actual adoption rate of revisionist textbooks 
is very low. On the other hand, with Abe's 
powerful backing there's been a renewed effort 
to change the system for screening textbooks. In. 
practical terms, existing textbooks are quietly 
being changed in order to make them more pro- 
government. 

INTERVIEW BY JEAN DEROME 
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suor Making good use of pop culture 


Nippon Kaigi has bencfitted from the 

support of the celebrated 

Kobayashi Yoshinori to promote its ideas 
uring its wide-ranging attempts at 

D changing people's attitudes towards 
Japan's past history and postwar 


constitution, Nippon Kaigi has gained increasingly 
strong support from a number of conservative 
and right-wing groups and individuals. One of 
the more outspoken personalities who has emer- 
ged since the late 1990s has been Kobayashi 
Yoshinori, best-selling essayist and comic artist. 
The author of over two hundred books and 
manga, Kobayashi started as a comic artist in 
the mid-1970s, satirizing the Japanese education 
system (for example the testing obsessed “exa- 
mination hell"), while in the 80s he targeted 
social privilege during the high-flying years of 
the bubble economy and won the 1989 Shoga- 
kukan Manga Award for children's manga for 
Obocchama-kun (Little Princeling). 
Kobayashi's name became known outside manga 
fandom in the 90s when he began to publish a 
series of manga essays called Gomanism Sengen 
(Declaration of a Philosophy of Arrogance), in 
which he criticized and made fun of several 
aspects of Japanese society (doomsday cult Aum 
Shinrikyo was so “displeased” with Kobayashi's 
antics that they famously tried to kill him in 
1993). Most importantly though, Kobayashi 
used his penchant for controversy and argument 
in order to call for a conservative revision of 
Twenticth-century Japanese history in his usual 
arrogant and abrasive manner. 

‘The book that caught the most attention — Sen- 
soron (On War, 1998) — was only one of several 
works that heralded this growing nationalistic 
attitude toward Japan's past. Other revisionist 
essays of the time include Akiyama Joji's Chugoku 
Nyumon (Introduction to China) and Yamano 
Sharin’s Ken-kanryu (Hatred of the Korean 
wave), but Sensoron was by far the most successful, 
selling around 650,000 copies. As he later stated, 
Kobayashi conceived Sensoron as “something 
that intellectuals cannot write - something that 
young people find pleasure in reading and become 
completely absorbed in, and yet is not light but 
profound’. 

Kobayashi’s populist, non-intellectual approach 
is exemplified by the manga technique he has 
consistently used throughout the Gomanism 
Sengen series: every book features a Kobayashi 
lookalike — a symbol of the common man — 
who uses logic and common sense in order to 
refute several issues related to WWII by pointing 
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Kobayashi Yoshinori used his huge talent to promote a patriotic vision of Japanese History. 


out the weaknesses in the accepted view of 
history (ie. that of progressive historians and 
intellectuals). Among the topics he tackles are 
the so-called "comfort women" (women who 
were forced into sexual slavery by the Imperial 
Japanese Army), the Nanking Massacre and Ja- 
pan's war of aggression in Asia. 

In the case of the comfort women for example, 
Kobayashi argues that "There were no women 
abducted by the Japanese military and turned 


into sexual slaves. There were women who sold 
their services to Japanese soldiers of their own 
volition or because of unavoidable circumstances". 
Asa consequence, he castigates surviving comfort 
women for being liars who are trying to blackmail 
the Japanese government into giving them money 
(one of his recent tirades on the subject can be 
found on You Tube, youtube.com/watchiv-Hpa- 
NofySbwQ&t=25s). The general idea informing 
this and other books by Kobayashi and other 


right-wing writers is thar Japan went to war 
justly, in order to free other Asian countries 
from colonialism. 

The problem with Sensoron is that Kobayashi 
only chooses historical sources and evidence 
that appears to back his opinions, and ignores 
any that contradicts his point of view. Much 
of the data, even when correct, is blown out of 
proportion and used out of context, leading to 
conclusions that would never stand up to a 
serious historical evaluation. Even so, his clever 
mix of pop culture (manga), anti-elitism and 
faux-scientific analyses have won Kobayashi 
many admirers, making him a sought-after co- 
lumnist and TV commentator. 

During the same period when his books were 
carning him a position as an influential — albeit 
controversial — social commentator, Kobayashi 
joined the Japanese Society for History Textbook 
Reform (Tsukurukai), a group of conservative 
university professors and other scholars who 
gained wide support from Nippon Kaigi's mem- 
bers at the turn of the century. The association 
first tried to pressure the Ministry of Education 
into deleting any references to comfort women 
in school textbooks and then, after their campaign 
had little effect, decided to counter the mains- 
tream view of history by publishing an alternative 
junior-high-school textbook. In 2001 the Mi- 
nistry of Education authorized their textbook 
and many politicians belonging to the conser- 
vative Liberal Democratic Party (LDP) put 
pressure on local education boards to adopt 
their text, but in the end only a few private 
schools decided to do so. This defeat prompted 
Kobayashi to leave the group. He later stated 
that although he shared Tsukurukai’s ideas re- 
garding the way history ought to be taught in 
schools, the actual textbook produced by the 
group simply whitewashed history in pursuit 
of ideology. He decided instead to focus on a 
new project: a quarterly magazine called Washism 
(Me-ism) in which he continued to flaunt his 
iconoclastic take on political and social issues. 
Around the same time he also put out Shin 
Sensoron (New Treatise on War) in which he 
somewhat softened his stance by emphasizing 
the horrors, rather than the glory, of war. 

In 2010 Kobayashi demonstrated his complex 
relationship with the Japanese conservative es- 
tablishment when he spoke with Abe Shinzo 
(then leader of the opposition LDP) for a col- 
lection of interviews entitled Kibo no Kuni 
Nippon (Japan, a Country of Hope). In this 
interview the two men agree that Japan’s strong 
prewar moral values were destroyed by the 
American occupation, and that the comfort 
women system (a real obsession for the political 
right) was, after all, practised by all che partici- 
pants in WWII, with only Japan being crimi- 


Published in 1998, Sensoron (On War) was enor- 
 mously successful in Japan. 


nalized because it was defeated. However, Ko- 
bayashi criticizes Abe for giving in to American 
pressure on historical issues. 

In the last few years, particularly after Abe 
began his second stint as Prime Minister, the 
manga artist has increasingly found fault with 
the Japanese government, showing a more am- 
bivalent (some would say ambiguous) attitude 
towards conservatism. In 2013 in particular, 
Kobayashi expressed his opposition to the new 
secrecy bill in a front page column in the daily 
Asahi (a very surprising choice, as this liberal 
newspaper is traditionally one of the conserva- 
tives’ favourite targets). Kobayashi compared 
the secrecy bill to the Peace Preservation Act 
of 1925, pointing out the fact that the new bill 
could be used to censor any kind of opposition 
and turn Japan into an authoritarian state. 
Kobayashi's new ideological position was further 
confirmed at a press conference he organized 
in August 2015 at the Foreign Correspondents’ 
Club of Japan in Tokyo. At this event, Kobayashi 
began by saying that people consider him a 
conservative; indeed, he is one in so far as he 


believes in conserving Japan's identity, but he 
has changed some of his opinions following 
the debate on security legislation. “For instance, 
1 feel strongly that the Japanese constitution 
should be revised and allow the so-called Self 
Defence Forces to become a military force,” he 
said, going on to add that: "However, I disagree 
with all chose conservatives who want to preserve 
my country's subordinate relationship with the 
United States". He then gave the Iraq War (an 
event he has already covered in his books) as an 
example. "Now, everybody agrees that it was a 


rocus @ 


war of aggression and it was wrong to invade 
Iraq,” he argues, "But Prime Minister Abe and 
the whole conservative establishment in Japan 
keep denying this. They don't want to say it 
was wrong to follow America into war, and the 
reason is that Japan always has to follow American 
forcign policy. 

The Japanese should be able to discern between 
a just war and a wrong war and decide if they 
want to commit themselves to that war. In the 
last 50 years, America has embarked on many 
wars of aggression including Vietnam, Afgha- 
nistan and Iraq, Every time they end up des- 
troying those countries. The way I see it, in the 
past, even Japan has engaged in wars of aggression, 
but from now on we should avoid them”. 
Regarding the constitution, Kobayashi said that 
he wasn't among those who think that Article 
9 should be preserved at all costs. “I disagree 
with the pacifist movement because, for me, 
Article 9 is the other side of the American 
military presence in Japan," he explains. “But I 
believe that we must defend constitutionalism 
at all costs. That's the only way people can put 
a check on the government". Quite uncharac- 
teristically for once, Kobayashi praised the US- 
imposed constitution, explaining that the good 
thing about it is that civilian control over the 
military is clearly delineated. 

At the end of the press conference he was asked 
if he considered the Great East Asia War (ie. 
the Asia-Pacific War) to have been a war of ag- 
gression. He said that when Japan invaded 
China in 1937, that was obviously a war of ag- 
gression, but that in order to understand what 
happened we should look at the bigger picture. 
“In 1853 Commodore Perry arrived in Japan 
and forced our government to accept unequal 
treaties with the US and other Western coun- 


tries,” he said. “Japan was suddenly thrust into 
the age of imperialism and was forced to become 
a colonial power itself in order to survive and 
be treated as an equal. We won both the Sino- 
Japanese War and the Russo-Japanese war. As 
a consequence, citizens began to respect their 
military leaders and failed to keep their foreign 
policy in check. Having said thar, I think that 
Japan found itself in a situation where it had no 
choice but to fight against the US. After all, 
Japan would have liked to remain isolated from 
the rest of the world. It was forced open, and 
that putin motion a process that culminated in 
the war against the US. You may say it was our 
destiny”. 
In the end, Kobayashi seems to be a man at a 
crossroads, trying to regain some of his lost cha- 
risma by repositioning himself along slightly 
more liberal lines without renouncing his brand 
of right-wing patriotism. 

J. D. 
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CINEMA Japan as you have never seen it 


The Japan Foundation is offering an 
interesting perspective on Japanese society 
for its 2017 Touring Film Programme. 


GG is Japan, Lofien get the impression that 
cinema is on its death bed. It's not 
anyone’s fault in particular, but cinema 

is heading towards a tragic end, and it won't be 

able to bounce back to how it used to be. Is it on 
the brink of collapse? Maybe. And I think that. 
unless a succession of last minute surprises turn 
up, its “death” will come much faster than 
expected. But happily, cinema is still young, It's 
possible it might be down and out for a time, 
bur justa few good films could provide a lifeline, 
and then, maybe in a dozen years or so, there 
might be light at the end of the tunnel”, These 
pessimistic words from Kurisawa Kiyoshi, 
of films such as Tokyo Sonata, Shokuzai and 
Kairo, might appear exaggerated in a country 


irector 


where 600 films are produced each year, and 
where local productions are more successful than 
films made in Hollywood. The phenomenal suc- 
cess of Your Name by Shinkai Makoto (See 
Zoom Japan n'47, De 


mber 2016) is quite 
convincing evidence against this view. Nonetheless, 
Kurosawa Kiyoshi’s vision might not be as far 


off the mark as it seems, in the sense that the 


recent success of Japanese cinema in its home 


territory might only be for the shore term, as it 


DTO FIND OUT MORE 


Since 2004, the Japan Foundation has put 
together seasons of films under carefully 
curated themes to highlight trends in 
Japanese cinema, and has showcased the 
versatility and uniqueness in some of the 
finest works coming out of the nation, 
working in close partnership with 
distinguished film venues such as the ICA. For 
details please visit: www.ipf-film.org.uk 


Two worlds collide in Okita Shuichi's The Mohican Comes Home (Mohikan kokyo ni kaeru, 2016). 


continues to rely on the same old ingredients 
which will begin to bore audiences in the end. 
Once all the currently fashionable manga have 
been adapted to the silver screen and the principal 
Japanese producers, who also control most of 
the distribution networks, have run out of ins- 
piration, we can start fearing a collapse. This 
outcome may even be more likely because, in 
contrast to other film producing countries, Japan 
makes little effort to promote its cinema beyond 
its borders. 

For a long time now, Hollywood studios have 
understood the commercial value of exporting 
their films, helped in their ventures by the indirect 
support of the the powers that be. Even Japan's 
neighbours, China and South Korea, have in 


creased their efforts to sell their cinematographic 
products international 
particular — France — supports its filmmakers 
with subsidies to help distribute their work world 


while one country in 


wide. The French have also understood that the 


so-called “7th Art” is an excellent way to showca 


their country and maintain relationships with 
the rest of the world. Although French films 
rarely rank at the top of the box office outside of 
their home country, the distribution across the 
ady, with regu 
nized, such as the Richmond French Film Festival 
in the United States or the 25th Tokyo French 
Film Festival to be held in late spring 2017. On 
the other hand, Japanese film professionals are 
still cautious, and the authorities have made little 


world remains st 
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effort to promote the image of their country 
through its cinema. Nevertheless, cinema is a 
fundamental factor in maintaininga strong bond 
with foreign audiences, especially a time when 
Japan wishes to attract more tourists. By 2020, 
Japanese politicians want to double the record 
of 24 million visitors to the country. They have 
decided to release substantial funds to promote 
tourism, yet they do not seem to be considering 
specific ways to increase their country's drawing 
power. It goes without saying thar cinema is an 
important way of doing this, although unfortu- 
nately it is, still neglected. 

Although the election of Donald Trump might 
tarnish its reputation, “the American way of life” 
has been largely promoted by films made in the 
USA. Meanwhile, France, with its 80 million 
tourists per year, is still the premier tourist des- 
tination in the world. French cinema is no 
stranger to this success as, rightly or wrongly, it 
has filled the minds of millions of people with 
visions of a country that is a great place to live. 
So any initiatives taken to help the distribution 
of Japanese feature films abroad will be most 
welcome. The Japan Foundation Touring Pro- 


gramme is one of those all too rare events in the 
world of Japanese cinema that just might de- 
monstrate that all is not lost by promoting a re- 
newed image of Japan, thanks to its original and 
varied programme. With the theme "Odd ob- 
sessions: Desires, Hopes and Impulsesin Japanese 
Cinema’, the promoters ofthis travelling festival, 
which will visit 15 cities across the country and 
runs until the 29th of March, promise to not 
only capture trends in Japanese cinema but also 
to provide a vivid insight into what drives human 
nature. In short, they offer audiences the oppor- 
tunity to immerse themselves in a Japan that is 
"off the beaten track”, and to dis 


cover all kinds 
of things that are likely to arouse their curiosity. 
What is particularly interesting about this Japan 
Foundation project is that the films to be screened 
were not chosen at random. A lot of work has 
gone into selecting the works to be exhibited, 
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Doi Nubuhiro addresses the ultra competitive nature of education in his movie Flying Colours (Birigyaru, 


2015), 


which includes a selection of films ranging from 
Okita Shuichi's latest production, The Mohican 
comes Home (Mohikan Kokyo ni kaeru, 2016), 
a film that casts a light on the gap dividing cities 
in Japan from the rural hinterlands and touching 
on issues as fundamental as demographic problems, 
to the classical Odd Obsession (Kagi,1959) by 
Ichigawa Kon, adapted from a novel by Tanizaki 
Junichiro. A total of 16 films are on the bill, 
cluding documentaries and animated films such 


as the excellent A Silent Voice (Koe no katachi, 
2016) by Yamada Naoko, which deals with the 
important issue of ijime (bullying) in schools, 
following a young boy called Shoya who feels re- 
morse after having picked on Shoko, one of his 
classmates who is deaf. This commentary on a 
troubling social reality, which is all too often 
front page news in Japan, is tackled with great 
subtlety and will undoubtedly encourage viewers 


to reflect on the issue. Flying Colours (Birigyaru, 
2015) by Doi Nubuhiro takes an original and 
uncompromising look at Japanese University 
entry exams. It is all the more interesting for 
showingamidst the current public debate across 
the country about the ultra-competitive envi- 
ronment surrounding young Japanese adults. All 
ofthe films offer an original perspective on Japan, 
though their purpose is never to describe an 
"ideal country", and they display that touch of 
sometimes harsh reality essential for creating 
and maintaining relationship with an audience 
hungry to discover a world they know little 
about. It’s important for further new events of 
this kind to be organized in the United Kingdom, 
bur also in the rest of the world, so that neither 
Japanese cinema nor Japan itself collapse in the 
manner envisaged by Kurosawa Kiyoshi. 
GABRIEL BERNARD 
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The Japan Foundation Touring Film Programme 
Until 29th Mar / Various Nationwide 

www jpFfilmorg.uk 


Art 

Still Be Here - Hatsune Miku 

26th Feb /London 

Wwwbarbican.org.uk. 

teamLab: Transcending Boundaries 

Until 11th Mar/London 
Www.pacegollery.com 

Photo Exhibition: Life in Suetsugi, Tohoku 
Ast- 12th Mar / London. 
www.ükemb-japango jp. 

Hiroshige's Japan: Stations of the Tokaido Road 
Until 16th April/ Exeter. 
‘exeterramm.admit-one.eu 


Theatre & Music 


Yugenism: Animated Soundscapes of the Japanese 
ime 

25th -26th Feb / London 

Www zoomjapaninfo 

X Japan World Tour 2017 

Ath Mar / London 

Wwwxjapanmusic.com 

Orchestra with Paavo Järvi, Conductor 


Dosen Lom Japan ors not aces any eps or events registered 
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Other 


Noh Unmasked - Maskmaker Hideta Kitazawa 


workshops 

17th- 25th February / Various Nationwide 
www jpforg.uk 

Workshops on J 

22nd Feb & Bth Mar / Glasgow 
wwwjapandeskscotland.com. 

Japanese Studies Postgraduate Workshop 2017: 
24th Feb /: 

wwwjpf org.uk 

Qhara School of Ikebana England Chapter's 


25th Feb & 15th Mar / London 
imwwoharaenglandchapter.couk 


The 12th Japanese Speech Contest for University 
Students 

4th Mar / London 

www jpforg.uk 
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TRADITION Momo no 
sekku 


Bio 
Founder/ Lifestyle brand Keiko 
Uchida. Loves tradition and beautiful 
craftsmanship, creating a lifestyle where East 
meets West. www.keikouchida.com 
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(around 1955). 


They say that people delivered soba and. 
udon noodles in Japan as carly as the Edo 
period started in 1603. 


ood delivery, called demae in Japanese, 
has been such an important part of Japanese 
food culture. Ranging from sushi, which 
is often eaten when families gather together, to ra- 
men, Chinese food, bento boxes, pork cutlets, 
pizza and even hamburgers, you can say that there 
is almost no genre of food that cannot be delivered 
in Japan. In the present day they usually deliver by 
motorbike, but in the good old days of the Showa 
period (1926 — 1989) you could often see delivery 
men balancing a mountainous pile of food boxes 
in one hand and skilfully managing the handle of 
their bicycle with the other. 
A number of massive restaurant chains that only 
offer take away and delivery have gained significant 
popularity, mainly sushi and pizza outlets. However 
itis still quite normal for small restaurantsin towns 
to employ their own drivers and deliver hot dishes 
straight from their regular kitchens in the same way 
that they serve the usual customers eating in. Even 
now, with the internet generation, the old-fashioned 
style of ordering demae, where cach household keep 


DINING Eat out or stay home? 12 


Delivering soba noodles - the second owner of Mitaka Sunaba (around 1950) and a worker at Kirakuan 


t 


the menu cards from nearby restaurants and give. 
them a call when the time comes, is far from dying 
out. 

Inthe UK, on the other hand, pizza hasbeen a staple 
food delivery for a longtime. In recent years howe- 
ver, online services such as Just Eat, Hungry House 
and Deliveroo, which handle the orders and delivery 
on behalf ofa massive numberof small restaurants, 
have been attracting more and more customers, We 
can probably say chat this is one of the most reliable 
alternatives to cating out, which has been as popular 
with British people as demae has been with the Japa- 
nese. 

1n 2011, a leading Japanese sushi delivery chain star- 
ted their new business called “Fine Dine”, which 
offers the very same service that has taken offin the 
UK. However, the difference is that they spec 
in delivering rather luxurious foods from famous, 
popular and sophisticated restaurants to be tasted 
at home. The minimum. order price is 10,000 yen 
(Roughly £70), which is not very cheap, and they 
are only providing the service in very limited areas 
of Tokyo at this stage, so we will have to wait and 
see if the idea becomes a replacement for traditional 
demae services. 


Satomi HARA 
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The multiple layers of patterning on fresh clams are simply mesmerizing to the eye. Whenever I find good clams 
1 cannot help but buy at least a handful. I can immediately think of half a dozen easy clam recipes, but one of my 
favourite is clear clam soup. Super easy and using a minimum number of ingredients, this great dish is ready in 
as litle as 10 minutes, Umami rich sake transforms the humble broth, giving it a magnificent depth of taste, 
while the zest of lemon and spring onions enhance the superb aroma. 

This soup is a perfect treat for cold evenings and is delightfully moreish, The fishmonger should already have 


de-gritted the clams, but if you are uncertain you may need to remove any remaining sand yourself before 


cooking, To do this, mix 2 cups of wa 


nd 1 tablespoon of salt to make salt water, then immerse the clams. 


Cover with a kitchen towel and keep in a cool place out of the sun for 2-3 hours. 

Instructions: 

1. Place the clams, sake and water in a pot, then cook on a 
medium heat until the shells open. Do not stir, 

2, Turn off the heat and gently skim off any scum with a 


3, Add soy sauce and salt to taste 
4, Serve immediately with spring onion and lemon peel 


spoon, 
zz © 1809 fresh clams © i teaspoon salt 
(© 300m! water 
Ingredients @ V tablespoon sake 


Recipe by Akemi Yokoyama at Sozai 


ib. Lez 


19 Shaftesbury Ave, London W1D 7ED 
www.japancentre.com 
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Notoro lake near Abashiri is once again frozen and covered in snow. A typical mid-winter sight in Hokkaido. 


HOKKAIDO In the footsteps of Ken-san 


In this far northerly region, where winters 
arc harsh, ghosts of the past can 
sometimes change the course ofa journey. 


hen I first set offto the port city of 
Abashiri in the northeast of Hok- 
kaido, to admire the drift ice that 
floats across the Sea of Okhotsk from February 
onwards, I didn’t expect that this trip would lead 
me to follow in the footsteps ofthe legendary actor 
Takakura Ken, a.ka. Ken-san. This famous actor 
died in 2014, leaving a lasting impression on Japans 
northernmost island where his memory still haunts 
many places, It all started on the platform of Sap- 
poro Station where I had to catch the Okhotsk 
Limited Express train, As I was about to step on 
board, I noticed the stationmaster approaching in 
his midnight-blue coat. “Poppoya!” [almost cried 
out loud. His posture, his serious demeanour and 
the way he wore his hat immediately reminded me 
of the poster of the film Poppoya, which depicted 


Ken-san wearinga very similar garb. The only small 
difference was the weather. Takakura's character 
had been in the middle ofa snow covered platform, 
whereas this modern day “Poppoya” was sheltered 
from the snow in the imposing new Sapporo station 
building I was on the verge of approaching him to 
ask if he had seen the film, which was directed by 
Furuhata Yasuo in 1999 and adapted from the 
novel by Asada Jiro. However, Japanese trains 
always leave on timeand I couldn't risk missing it, 
so I told myself that this apparition was a good 
‘omen for a beautiful day and that it would provide 
food for thought during the 5 hours and 20 minutes 
of the journey to Abashiri 

Litele did I know when I boarded the carriage, that 
another surprise was waiting for me inside. In the 
seats justin front of mine, four men had sat down. 
(Ordinarily it would be rare for travellers on a train 
to attract my attention, but there was something 
unusual in their demeanour. It didn't take me long 
to realize that the two men seated next to the win- 


dow were prisoners being escorted by two plain- 
clothes policemen, and that their final destination 
was the same as mine, the town of Abashiri or more 
accurately the infamous Abashiri prison, Having 
barely recovered from the shock of ecing Poppoya's 
reincamation on the platform, within a few minutes 
1 found myself once again immersed in the world 
of Ken-san. I'd not imagined that the journey would 
take such a turn, but it seemed that Takakura Ken 
would be the guest star throughout my trip. In fact, 
the two prisoners were handcuffed in just the same 
way as Ken-san had been in Abashiri Bangaichi, a 
film released in 1965 which made him the indispu- 
table star of Japanese cinema. In one of the opening 
scenes of the film, he appears in exactly the same 
situation as the men sitting before me. As wi-fi was 
available for most ofthe trip, the idea of buying the 
film on iTunes and downloading it popped into my 
mind, so that I could remind myselfof the story and 
the scenery that Japanese audiences enjoyed ata time 
when Hokkaido was still a distant and hostile land. 
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Nowadays, tourists don't hesitate to visit this part 
of Japan where the weather is sill harsh, especially 
in winter, but which still offers landscapes of une- 
qualled beauty. Today it is much easier to get there 
than it had been in the past, and since the esta- 
blishment of low-cost airlines such as Skymark, 
travellers largely prefer to fly. The opening of the 
first section of high speed rail between Shin 
Aomori at the far north of Honshu and Shin 
Hakodate at the south of Hokkaido means Tokyo 
is now little more than 4 hours away by train. 
When the line is completed in 2035 ie will be pos- 
sible to get to Sapporo from the Japanese capital 
within 5 hours. The inauguration of the Seikan 
tunnel between Honshu and Hokkaido in 1988 
has really opened up this large northern island. In 
en-sn also took part in that adven- 
ture by playing the character ofa rail engineer, 
Akustu Tsuyoshi, in the film Kaikyo (The Strait) 
directed six years earlier by Moritani Shiro and 
dedicated to this giant underwater project. 

Once again, Takakura Ken's presence is undeniably 
linked to Hokkaido's destiny and to how people's 
Joped. In 
the first part of the Abashiri Bangaichi series, 
audiences discovered the frozen winters typical of 
this region of Jap: he 
director takes his camera on a journey across a land- 


his own w 


impressions of this incredible place de 


rom the very first sce 


scape of snow and ice, allowinga brief glimpse 
the harsh living conditions forthe men incarcerated 
behind the bars of one of the most brutal prisons 


to 


in the country. 
the film again, I couldn't resist glancing atthe pri- 
soners who were sitting in the same carriage heading 
for Abashiri. I knew that the severe w 
would not affect the 


Watching the first few minutes of 


iter weather 


in the same way, because the 


authorities had subsequently decided to erect 
modern prison buildings in another location in the 
town. Perhaps they should be made to visi the for 
mer prison, now transformed into a museum, to 
learn about the extreme conditions under which 
their predecessors served their sentences. Located 
about 10 minutes from the station by taxi or bus, 


the old prison is one of the city's main attractions 


TRAVEL ®© 


The famous red-brick entrance to Abashiri prison, which is now open for public visits 


(open daily from 09.00 to 17.00 in winter and from 
08.30 to 18.00 in summer, 1,080 yen), largely thanks 
to the snow-covered adventures of Ken-san. People 
all want to see the iconic, majestic red-brick entrance. 
From outside, nothing suggests that this prison was 
once considered the “Hell of the North”, but a short 
visit inside swiftly proves otherwise, especially in 
the part built in 1912 to plans inspired by the star- 
shaped prison in Louvain, Belgium. It did not 
req 
nious system of bars enabled guards to look into the 


large resources for surveillance, as an inge- 


cells without prisoners noticing Comfort was Spar- 
tan at best, with 3 to 5 convicts incarcerated together 
ina rather small space, which often led to fights such 
as the ones seen in the Abashiri Bangaichi films. 
‘There were also a few isolation cells, but prisoners 
actually spent fairly litle time inside the prison, as 
can be discovered in the exhibition rooms set up in. 
the other buildings. It's quite obvious that convicts 
had to to undertake particulary difficult hard labour 
in an extremely harsh environment. In the 1965 
film we sce men felling trees in the snow, but even 


that isa less severe punishment compared to the 
tasks that the first prisoners were forced to carry out 
at the end of the 19th and beginning of the 20th 
centuries. The construction of the prison came at 
a time when the Japanese government had embar- 
ked on the large scale development of Hokkaido, 
previously a totally neglected area. Infrastructure 
was required, including roads to encourage pioneers 
from the mainland to settle there. One of the exhi- 


bition rooms tells he story of the work carried out 
bya thousand inmates to construct 160 kilometres. 
of roads. More than 200 of them lost their lives due 
tothe inhuman conditions in which they were made 
to work. 

It's understandable why some wished to escape, 
but Abashiri prison had a reputation for being a 
place from which nobody could le 
like Nishikawa Torakichi, never stopped trying — 
he made six recorded attempts. However, ust like 
‘Takakura Ken in Abashiri Bangaichi, he actually 
managed to get out of the prison complex but was 
then confronted with hostile conditions, especially 


Yet some, 
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Aboard the icebreaker Aurora, you can discover the Sea of Okhotsk in a completely different way. 


when attempting to lee in winter. Ken-san was 
eventually released from prison, walking through 
the front gate in the springrime into another film, 
the greatest of his career: Shiawase no Kiiroi Han- 
kachi (The Yellow Handkerchief). Released in 1977 
and directed by Yamada Yoju, this feature film 
confirmed the special relationship between Ken-san 
and Hokkaido, In ithe encouraged a whole new 
audience to come and discover the beauty of this 
region at other times of the 


car, not just winter. 
On leaving the prison and after a small detour 
through the souvenir shop full of original gifts and 
a stop at the restaurant, where you can eat an 
authentic prison meal as served to the inmates, 
headed towards the harbour to admire the drift ice, 
the original goal of my trip before I had been diver- 
ted by the memories of Ken-san, taking me on a 
journey to trace his footsteps. I boarded the ice- 
breaker Aurora, a ship that offers one hour trips 
sailing through the drift ice in the period between 
the 20th of January and the 2nd of April (3,300 
yen per person), remembering to wrap up warm as 
the temperatures at sea can fall viciously low. The 
ice sheets become a magnificent and dazzling land- 
scape when the temperatures drop but the sun is 


shining Ifyou can't get enough of looking at pris- 
tine landscapes like this then you can further pursue 
your exploration of the Abashiri region. One of 
the best views is from the station at Kitahama, acces- 
sible by train from Abashiri station or by taxi if you 
do not have the patience to wait. An observation 
tower has been set up next to the timber-built sta- 


tion, part of w! 


enjoy delicious home made pastries and ice creams 
topped with fresh fruit, snug indoors away from 
the cold. Looking out across the beach covered in 
snow and the sca, which sometimes takes on dark 
hues depending on the light, the desire to go back 
in search of Ken-san took hold of me once again. 
However, before heading off, I decide to spend a 
nightat the inn run by Matsushita Shinji, about fif- 
teen minutes away from Abashiri station. Ir’s called 
Kagariya andis located on the shore of Lake Notoro, 
which in winter becomes a vast expanse of snow 
and ice. This ryokan has a large communal bath, 
but also several rooms with a rotenburo (outside 
bath), into which one can slip with pleasure after a 
day spent out in the cold. The greatest delight has 
tobe the food though. It is possible to discover many 
of the local specialities here, things like crab with 


giant oysters, pink salmon and rockfish, tasty fare 
with a reputation that has spread far beyond the 
city itself. To accompany these delicious dishes I 
recommend the Blue Ryuhyo Draft, a light beer 
with a rich flavour. The first sip takes me back to 
Ken-san’s world, where in one of his first scenes in 
Shiawase no Kiiroi Hankachi he drinks his first beer 
after his release from prison. 

The memory of Takakura Ken still haunts me,and 
Inced to go the whole hog to thank him for having 
been my travelling companion and for giving me so 
many years of immense enjoyment on the silver 
screen. I checkout of Kagariya early the next day after 
a breakfast worthy of a starred restaurant, and take 
the train again, but this time in the opposite direction. 
Before leaving, I download another film: Eki (Station), 
which in my eyesis one ofthe more emotional films 
starring Ken-san, as well as the fabulous Baisho 
Chicko asthe owner ofan izakaya. This feature film, 
again directed by Furuhata Yasuo, will help me while 
Pm waiting at Fukagawa, to change to the Rumoi 
line in the direction of Mashike. Made in 1981, part 
of te film was shot in this ite harbour, bur discover 
thar the Japan Railway Hokkaido company closed 
down the station on 20th of December 2016 as it 
was not cost-effective. Yet I'm told tha there are 
many tourists like me who came to Mashike station 
in search of Ken-san. Not enough, clearly. Neverthe- 


less, the town council has decided to dedicate a 


small amount of its budget to the maintenance of 
the building in Ken. 
tora station on the Nemuro line where Poppoya 
was shot. So I take the train to Sapporo once again, 
with the hope of coming across the man who dis- 
rupted my journey in the far north in such a delight- 
fal way. Alas, when Larrive in the early evening, the 
platforms are deserted. Outside, the snow is fall 
heavily. At the end of the platform, where there's 
no roof to shelter from the snow, I notice a figure 
in the gloom. Could it really be Ken-san? Fearful 
of being disappointed, I retrace my steps, keeping 
the image of Takakura Ken in my mind, as he looks 
up while waiting for the train to arrive. 
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INNA N N O 


NIHONGO 


LANGUAGE Omoshiroi yo NIHONGO! 


Welcome once again, to the fascinating world 
of the Japanese language. 
rom the last issue, we have been 


introducing a series of useful 
phrases, categorised into different 


situations that you might often come across 
during everyday life in Japan, or even just 
when you are over there sightseeing. 


In this issue, let's take a look at some phrases 
you can use at izakaya style bars/restaurants in 
Japan. As you may know, Japanese people 
prefer eating little by little while they drink, 
and izakaya, typical Japanese style drinking 
establishments, feature many small dishes 
similar in style to Spanish tapas that go well 
with the beer, sake and shochu etc. 
Irasshaimase (^52 L etit.) = 
Welcome. 
"Irasshaimase" is a phrase you often hear in 
Japan, not only in izakaya but also when 
entering all kinds of shops. Please don't get 
shocked if the shop staff say it in a loud and 
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or 
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enthusiastic voice, this kind of greeting is 
rather normal in Japan. 

Futari desu (= A C5.) - There are two of us. 
In Japanese, it can get a little complicated 
when we count something. A specific noun is 
added after the number that varics depending 
on what kind of object is being counted. We 
learnt how to count from one to ten in the 
last issue, which went ichi, ni, san, shi/yon, 
go, roku, shichi/nana, hachi, ku/kyu, 
When counting people you just add “nin” at 
the end of number, e.g. go nin (five people), 
ju nin (-ten people) etc. The numbers one 
and two are exceptions and use hitori (-one 
person) and futari (-two people). Also, when 
counting four people you can only use 
“yonin” and never "sl ich is incorrect. 
Seven people can be either "nananin" or 
"shichinin" though. 


Toriaezu biiru. (YSR T £—Jv.) 
= Let's start with a 3 


It is somewhat ofa tradition to make the first drink 
of the evening a beer when drinking at an izakaya. 


xxx kudasai. (xxx fes.) = xxx please. 
You can just add kudasai at the end of the 
item you wish to order in exactly the same 
way as you would with "please" in English. 
E.g.) Menyuu kudasai = Menu please. / Ohiya 
kudasai = Water please. 

Itadakimasu, (Wei #9.) 
Japanese people always say “itadakimasu” 
before they start to eat as a custom deriving 
from Shintoism. The literal meaning of the 
word is “I humbly receive” and the intention 
is to thank the person responsible for making 
the food or the deities that granted it. 

Gochisousama deshita. (7754-5: CUfc. ) 
This is a standard formality people use when 
they have finished eating, Again it expresses 
gratefulness. 

Oaiso. ($5350. ) = Bill please. 
Oai 
please”, which is not suitable for sophisticated 


restaurants but does match perfectly with the 
informal ambiance of an izakaya. 


a slightly archaic slang phrase for "bill 
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